[Chronic hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection: usefulness of the combination of HBeAg and ALT determination to predict a high HBV-DNA level and therefore the necessity of referral to a specialist for possible antiviral treatment].
To assess the usefulness of a simple practical guideline based on hepatitis B e-antigen (HBeAg) status and a single alanine aminotransferase (ALT) determination to predict hepatitis B virus (HBV) load in chronic HBV patients as a criterion for referral to a specialist for possible antiviral therapy. Prospective observational study. 420 patients with chronic HBV infection were seen at the Municipal Health Service (MHS) in Rotterdam between 2002 and 2005. The usefulness ofa guideline based on HBeAg positivity and/or elevated ALT levels to predict high HBV DNA levels (defined as more than 10(5) copies/ml) was determined. Patients with HBeAg or an elevated ALT level were referred to a specialist according to the practical guideline. Positive and negative predictive value, sensitivity, and specificity of the referral guideline for a high HBV-DNA level were calculated. Less than half, 43% (181/420) of the patients, were eligible for referral to specialist care. The positive predictive value of the referral guideline was 45% (82/181, 95% CI: 38-53). The negative predictive value, i.e. the proportion of patients with low viral loads who were (rightly) not selected for referral, was 95% (227/239; 95% CI: 71-97). The sensitivity was 87% (95% CI: 80-93): the patients selected included 82 of 94 patients with a high HBV DNA level. Of the 12 patients with high viral loads not referred according to the guideline, 11 had a viral load of between 10(5)-10(6) copies/ml. A referral guideline based on HBeAg status and a single ALT determination can successfully predict viral load in chronic HBV patients and can be used in primary care to select patients for referral to specialist care. This guideline may limit the number of unnecessarily referred patients, enhancing the efficiency of the care for patients with chronic HBV infection.